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ANNA’S PIANO 


OR 

PORTRAIT OF A WOMAN OF VALOR 

(WRITTEN BY HER SONS MORDECHAI AND DOV ROLLER - SURVIVORS 
OF THE TRANSNISTRIA SLAVE LABOR CAMPS FOR ROMANIAN JEWS) 


This is a fascinating and touching story about a very brave woman, her family and 
her beloved piano. The woman’s name was Anna Haberman Roller. 

Anna born in Vijnitz, Bukovina, in 1905, grew up in the Austro-Hungarian Empire. 
In the year 1914 when World War I broke out, the Haberman family fled to Vienna. 
Vienna was more than just the capital of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. It was the 
world capital of classical music, as well as a European showplace of pomp. The 
Habermans settled in a modest apartment in district 2, on Wohlmutstrasse 12, not 
far from the Prater, the w orld’s oldest amusement park. 

In Vienna, Anna continued with her general education. She also made time for 
extra curricular activities, particularly taking piano lessons and learning the 
culinary arts. Anna was particularly disciplined in practicing the piano; soon fell in 
love w ith its sound and began to play and enjoy music. 

The family connection with the old country, with Bukovina, was never severed. The 
Habermans took their summer vacations in Vijenka, a fascinating resort at the 
foothills of the Carpathian Mountains. On one of these visits, Anna met her future 
husband Isiu (nickname for Israel). They fell in love and decided to get married a 
year later, on August 25,1925. By then, Isiu would have graduated from law school 
and set up a private law practice in Vijnitz. And that was exactly what happened. 
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Anna and Isiu on their wedding day, August 25,1925 
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The transition from cosmopolitan Vienna to pastoral Vijnitz was traumatic. Anna 
had a hard time adjusting to the new lifestyle. She missed the “action” of Vienna, 
and especially her beloved piano. Her father, Avi (nickname for Abraham) 
Haberman, came to Anna's aid and immediately shipped her beloved piano. 

The young couple settled in rustic Vijnitz in a comfortable home/offlce not far from 
the Court House. Anna and isiu would soon establish themselves socially with their 
warm hospitality and musical prowess. Isiu was a good violin player, and together 
with Anna would make beautiful music. They gave concerts in their home to the 
who’s who of Vijnitz, and their concerts became the talk of the town. That life style 
continued with some interruptions, like the birth of their first son Berti in 1927, and 
that of the second son Marzi in 1931. Anna would take yearly vacations and travel 
to Vienna with her children for her Vienna “fix”. 

This life of comfort came to an abrupt halt in 1939 when World War II broke out. 
Soviet Russia invaded Bukovina in 1940 and the hardships began. A high Soviet 
official appropriated the Roller residence to himself, and the family was forced to 
move to a much smaller place. The beloved piano was the first item to be moved. 
Some of the other furniture had to be left behind for lack of space. Isiu could no 
longer practice law. He later found an office job at the local hospital. 

One year later, in 1941, the Romanian and German armies re-took Bukovina on 
their blitzkrieg into Russia. The Russian troops withdrew in disarray and a 
vacuum was created. Romanian troops and many locals seized the opportunity to 
plunder Jews. The situation deteriorated to a full scale pogrom. Scores of Jews 
were killed, there was a rampage on Jewish properties and chaos reigned in the 
area. Anna, Isiu and the boys found refuge at the local hospital where Isiu was 
employed. When conditions stabilized, the family returned to their house, only to 
find its inside stripped to the walls. Everything that was not nailed down was taken, 
except for Anna’s beloved piano. The piano was too cumbersome to be moved. 

Anna wisely stowed away some jewelry and valuables deep inside the piano which 
were left miraculously undiscovered. That was a big consolation and it made the 
day. The valuables would come in very handy later on, sparing the family from 
starvation. 

One of the first points on the Romanians’ agenda was to transfer all Jews to a 
Ghetto. Anna knew that a piano had no place in a Ghetto. She approached a 
friend, the wife of the local Notary Public, and asked her whether she would be 
willing to house the piano during her absence. The woman sensed that she was 
getting a bonanza and gladly agreed to store the piano. 

In October of 1941 orders were issued for the expulsion of all Jews to Transnistria. 
Transnistria was the name given to the southwesten part of the Ukraine; territory 
which the Germans awarded to Romania for their participation in the war. The 
Romanians decided to use it as dumping grounds for its Jews. 
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Tbc first step in the deportation process was to stuff people into boxed wagons. 

Then the train set out on a protracted three-day ride under subhuman conditions, 
without food or water. The Jews were brought to the crossing of the River Dniester. 
On the other side of the bridge was the city of Moghilev, an entry point to 
Transnistria. The Rollers wound up with a group that was marched on a 30 mile 
trek to a Lager, a barrack complex, in a place called Tropova. There was no heat or 
running water, no electricity, nor sanitary facilities. The people w ere left in 
complete squalor, condemned to death by the severe cold, starvation and disease. 
They lived in overcrowded quarters which quickly became infested with lice and 
later contributed to an outbreak of a raging typhoid fever epidemic. There was no 
doctor, medication or antibiotics. It took a miracle to stay alive, many did not make 
it. Three very long years were spent in Transnistria under the most horrendous 
conditions. 

Throughout these three years Anna outdid herself in keeping the family alive. She 
managed to strike good bargains when converting her jewelry' from the piano, 
piecemeal, for food. Ukrainian peasants never saw or imagined that such jewelry 
ever existed. When she ran out of supplies, she started knitting for the peasants. 
They supplied the wool and Anna would knit sweaters, hats and scarves - all to keep 
the family one step away from starvation. She was successful in her quest. 

In a massive counter-offensive the Soviet Army re-conquered the Ukraine in 1944. 
Soviet troops then liberated Transnistria in late March of 1944. All remaining Jews 
were set free. Although conditions were unstable, Isiu ventured to go back to 
Czernowitz, the capital of Bukovina, to scout the place and secure living quarters 
for the rest of the family. Luckily he found a job at the Jewish Hospital, a job that 
also offered living quarters for the family. That was a big relief. Three months 
later the family set out for Czernowitz. Things w ere chaotic at the time, with no 
transportation system in existence. The family boarded a Russian troop carrying 
train and got a free ride to the West. It was a daring and eventful ride in an open 
platform wagon, crowded with Russian soldiers going to the front. The soldiers 
sang and played the accordion for the whole duration of the trip. Finally, Anna and 
her boys arrived in Czernowitz and were reunited with Isiu. 

Once settled in Czernowitz, Anna started dreaming about the beloved piano she left 
behind in Vijnitz. She made up her mind to retrieve it; she would never give it up! 
Her plan was to hire a coachman with a horse and buggy who was willing to take on 
this mission. The region was still in turmoil, full of roaming gangs who preyed on 
innocent people. Anna found a man who knew his way to Vijnitz and was 
courageous to navigate the territory. She took along her oldest son Berti, then 17, 
and off they went. Russian soldiers stopped them on the way to warn of the danger 
ahead. They continued unabated and made it safely to Vijnitz, and to the house of 
the Notary Public. Anna knocked at the front door. When the woman opened the 
door and saw Anna, her face became as white as chalk. She started to cross herself, 
probably not believing what she was seeing. Anna demanded her piano back, but 
the woman hesitated and wrongfully insisted that she bought it from her and would 
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